♦ Editorial

Systematic Literature Reviews
In this day and age, most health professionals feel an obligation to provide evidence-based practice to their clients. This can be a frustrating experience for a busy clinician who lacks the time and the skill to assess the research literature for its applicability to practice. Conducting a useful assessment is a difficult and time-consuming process and may be beyond the resources of the average nurse clinician. To be useful to practitioners, a review must be done carefully and systematically, according to accepted standards, and must be made accessible to practitioners in the field. The same high-quality review must be done when research into a particular area of practice is contemplated. The editors of Clinical Nursing Research believe that this journal is an appropriate place for the publication of systematic literature reviews (SLRs). We would like to see more of them done and submitted for publication. We would therefore like to present the method and format that should be used in SLRs that are submitted to us for publication. The following outline represents both the method for a good SLR and the content to be included in an article based on the review.
RESEARCH QUESTION OR OBJECTIVE
The first step in a systematic review is to decide on the area of research that will be reviewed. This sounds deceptively simple. Identifying an area that is neither too broad to be useful to practice nor too narrow to produce useful information is much more difficult than one might first assume. Our advice is to define the specific area, question, or objective that will be addressed by the SLR as carefully as possible and then be pre-pared to narrow or broaden the area depending on the results of the beginning search. A definition of the topic will be a central focus of the introductory section in the final article at the completion of the SLR, and therefore, it is important to keep a record of changes in thinking that occur during the process of the review. The definition should also give the significance of the topic and the potential influence on practice of searching the literature on this topic.
OUTLINE THE SEARCH STRATEGY
What databases will be searched? Will hand searching be done? If so, in what instances? Will dissertations and conference abstracts be included? What additional sources will be searched? What search terms will be used?
INCLUSION CRITERIA
What specific criteria will be used to guide the search? These criteria serve to limit the scope of the search; for example, the search might seek only randomized controlled trials. If the research design is left open (i.e., any design will be included), the population or sample might be limited to participants meeting specific criteria (e.g., cardiovascular patients or community health nurses).
The following areas should be considered when setting the criteria for inclusion:
• diagnostic or disease category, and • sample size.
SEARCH AND RETRIEVAL PROCESS
Keep track of each step of the process and the numbers of articles at each step. You must be able to show how many articles were reviewed at each step of the process and to note why articles were excluded. Figure 1 outlines a suggested process to follow for search and retrieval.
At the first step, an online database is searched using designated key words. The outcome at this step can seem overwhelming, and if the number of citations yielded is too large, it might be wise to narrow the search in some way. It is usual, however, to find several hundred articles at this stage. The online abstracts are then reviewed, and those that appear to meet the criteria are selected for screening.
At the screening stage, articles are scanned for inclusion or exclusion and divided into those that meet the inclusion criteria and those that do not. Data are extracted from each of these studies, and a decision is made on whether they should be included or not. If a research team is involved, it is recommended that more than one person read each article at this stage. Disagreements should be discussed among team members until consensus is reached. At this stage, the discussion should focus on the specific criteria for inclusion, and areas of disagreement usually stem from issues such as the outcome variable itself and its measurement, the intervention, whether the sample meets the criteria for inclusion, and so on. A decision must be made as to whether the study under question actually meets the intent of the inclusion criteria. After the screening stage has been accomplished, the number of studies still included is usually much smaller and becomes more manageable. In their study of client decision aids, Estabrooks et al. (2001) found that the number of studies actually retained at this level was 20, from an initial yield of 516 articles. These are the studies that will be evaluated and whose findings will be synthesized to indicate the current knowledge in this area.
METHODOLOGICAL EVALUATION
An assessment of methodological validity is carried out on each of the studies meeting the study inclusion criteria. This is a quantitative assessment based on the study design. Established tools for this purpose can be found in the literature (Chalmers et al., 1981; Crombie, 1996; Estabrooks et al., 2001; Khan, ter Riet, Glanville, Sowden, & Kleijnen, 2001) . The method of evaluation must be described in detail, including how the reliability and validity of the assessments were established.
TABLES DEPICTING THE INCLUDED STUDIES
We recommend that a summary table be provided that lists all studies that were assessed for the SLR. The table should include the following information:
• first author, date of publication, country; • design; • participants (number, some descriptors); • group assignment; and • intervention.
A second set of tables providing the results of the methodological evaluation may be very helpful as well. These can be divided according to design (i.e., qualitative, observational, randomized controlled trial) and should be based on the criteria used for the rating of each type of study. This will give the reader an overview of the assessment process, the specific criteria that were used, and the ranking of the studies by the authors. 6 CLINICAL NURSING RESEARCH / February 2003
FINDINGS
A synthesis of the included studies should provide a summary of the "state of the art" in the selected area. It should include a presentation of commonalities and differences in the findings, as well as any gaps in the literature. It should not review the individual studies and discuss their strengths and shortcomings but rather provide an overview stemming from a synthesis of all the studies reviewed.
DISCUSSION
A final section presenting the authors' conclusions and recommendations should be included. This will vary greatly depending on the topic of the review and the quality of the included studies.
Good reviews are invaluable additions to the research literature. They give clinicians a good idea of whether there is evidence to support changes in practice, and they raise issues about the state of knowledge in clinical practice areas. Knowing that no research has addressed certain aspects of practice is as valuable as knowing the outcome of interventions. We encourage the submission of systematic reviews, and we would like to be able to publish one in each issue of the journal.
-Marilynn J. Wood
